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Preface

Preface
Reading involves the development of vocabulary and subskills that are key to unlocking a
child's potential in school and beyond. Without adequate knowledge and skills associated
with learning how to read, children's grades don't just suffer in English and language arts
classes. They may find themselves struggling to understand what's expected of them to solve
math problems. The ability to digest information and do skillful work in classes such as
science and history is hindered as well.
As those children grow into adulthood, the consequences only multiply. Low literacy rates
have been associated with higher dropout and incarceration rates, and even thoughts of
suicide.1 Adults who struggle to read are more likely to have difficulty navigating our
increasingly complex healthcare system, planning for a career, and more. Also, adults at the
lowest proficiency level of literacy in a national test have been shown to earn less than half as
much as those at the highest level.2
America is in a reading crisis. Of that, there can be little doubt. As the authors of this new
report point out, two in three American fourth-graders are performing below proficient in the
National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP)—known as the "Nation's Report Card."
There's another troubling component to this crisis. We are leaving important segments of our
society behind. Despite decades of effort to close the achievement gap, results show that the
percentage of White fourth-graders scoring proficient or higher in literacy is roughly double
that of Hispanics, and 2½ times higher than Blacks (47% for Whites, 23% for Hispanics, and
20% for Blacks). Although the national public average of only 35 percent scoring proficient or
higher is concerning enough, large cities tend to score much lower. In fact, a mere 5 percent
of Detroit fourth-graders scored proficient or higher in the NAEP literacy exam—in other
words, 19 out of every 20 students in Detroit are at risk of the array of negative
consequences laid out here.
The ETS Center for Research on Human Capital and Education has issued a series of reports
aimed at identifying key problems in our children's achievement struggles in America's
educational system and proposing ways to address them. In this newest report from the
Center, the authors open our eyes to the fact that just because our expectations are that
students beyond fifth grade have mastered the mechanics of how to read, it doesn't mean
they have done so. Raising comprehension scores is a futile exercise for a significant subset
of children still wrestling with how to decode the words and sentences in front of them.
Furthermore, the authors also highlight the critical role that background knowledge plays in
reading comprehension. Students lacking the necessary background knowledge related to
the topics of the texts they read may fall below a threshold and fail to comprehend a text.
The authors point to the need to break what they call the maladaptive cycle of reading:
Because they lack necessary skills and background knowledge, students fail to comprehend
what they read, which fosters a lower sense of self-efficacy that, in turn, feeds their desire to
not want to read. One of the most effective strategies to improve reading is to do more of it.
Without practice, the ability to master reading skills becomes elusive. As the report states,
"good readers become better readers over time; poor readers lose ground."
We live in a time of roiled politics, but throughout American history, the goal of improving our
educational system has been a unifying one where those on all sides of the political spectrum
have often found common ground. On a practical level, that ability to reach common ground
has, in large part, stemmed from that fact that teaching more effectively often doesn't
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revolve around large financial investments, but rather on effective implementation of
strategy innovations. The authors of this report go beyond identifying the complexities of our
reading crisis and offer a series of recommendations that feasibly could be implemented,
from continuing to measure and monitor foundational reading skills after grade 4, to allowing
for the development of summative assessments of reading that also support learning,
providing relevant texts and reading activities that measure academic and nonacademic
topics, and supporting comprehension through increased background knowledge.
It is my hope that this report awakens policymakers, educators, and other leaders to the
seriousness of America's reading crisis and that the recommendations contained in these
pages serve as a basis to improving the lives of the children who need help the most.
Irwin Kirsch
Director, ETS Centers for Global Assessment
and Research on Human Capital & Education
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Once you learn to read, you will be
forever free.
—Frederick Douglass

Introduction
Today, across America, many schoolchildren in 4th through 12th grade will push aside a
reading passage, and as they do, self-doubt and frustration will set in. Thoughts such as, "This
stuff is dumb," "It makes no sense," or "I'll never get it," will race through their minds. They
aren't alone. Thirty-two percent of students in fourth grade—when students are expected to
be able to focus on understanding passages—are instead falling critically behind.3
Strong reading skills propel us to achieve success in school and advance through
postsecondary education, get a job and keep it, increase our level of earnings, and more.
Conversely, difficulty with basic reading skills and comprehension can throw one obstacle
after another in our path. In fact, research shows that a lack of literacy proficiency can have
compounding negative impacts on future life outcomes.4 So, it is deeply troubling that at a
time when it is becoming increasingly clear that proficient reading and comprehension skills
are critical steppingstones toward long-term success, many American students fail to
adequately comprehend what they read.
Learning to read, of course, does not occur at one age or one place. It is a deeply complex
journey with many hurdles along the way—each with the potential to derail a new reader's
progress. Many American children make this journey successfully, if not with a little difficulty,
and are able to reap the benefits of having access to effective skills. But a large number of
5th- through 10th-grade children struggle to develop key foundational skills, without which
developing effective reading and comprehension becomes nearly insurmountable. Some of
these children face immense obstacles on their journey due to constraints related to their
socioeconomic status; others fall prey to a maladaptive cycle where failure to read feeds on
itself. There will also be those who disengage from reading, lacking interest in the material or
the background knowledge necessary for meaningful engagement. Some confront challenges
on all of these fronts.5 The purpose of this paper is to more deeply explore reasons for low
reading proficiency and, importantly, offer tangible recommendations in one sector—
assessment—for improving the prospects of less skilled readers.
We start with an overview of America's reading crisis, discussing the scope of the problem
and providing context for the troubling results we see. We then turn our attention to a
discussion of skill-based explanations for low reading and comprehension ability, and then
go on to describe how some students can be caught in a maladaptive cycle when it comes to
developing reading skills. Finally, we propose a series of actionable recommendations for
policymakers, educators, and assessment designers to consider what may support the
development of reading skills for students. Among the things we look at is how to increase
students' desire to read and gain opportunities for early success, thus increasing their
chances of continual development of reading skills.
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America's Reading Crisis
Large-scale assessments of student
skills indicate there are significant
proportions of students in the United
States who do not understand what
they read. For instance, results from
2019 from the National Assessment of
Education Progress (NAEP)—known as
the "Nation's Report Card"—indicate
only 35 percent of fourth-graders and
34 percent of eighth-graders were
classified as proficient readers
(National Center for Education
Statistics, 2019; see callout boxes for
NAEP's definition of "proficient" for
fourth- and eighth-grade reading).
These are troubling findings, and even
more so when we take a closer look.

Fourth-Grade Reading Proficiency:
Students performing at the Proficient level should be
able to integrate and interpret texts and apply their
understanding of the text to draw conclusions and
make evaluations.
When reading literary texts such as fiction, poetry, and
literary nonfiction, fourth-grade students performing
at the Proficient level should be able to identify
implicit main ideas and recognize relevant
information that supports them. Students should be
able to judge elements of author's craft and provide
some support for their judgment. They should be able
to analyze character roles, actions, feelings, and
motives.
When reading informational texts such as articles and
excerpts from books, fourth-grade students
performing at the Proficient level should be able to
locate relevant information, integrate information
across texts, and evaluate the way an author presents
information. Student performance at this level should
demonstrate an understanding of the purpose for text
features and an ability to integrate information from
headings, text boxes, graphics and their captions. They
should be able to explain a simple cause-and-effect
relationship and draw conclusions. (Source: National
Association of Education Progress, see
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/reading/
achieve.aspx#2009_grade4)

Figure 1 reveals that the prevalence of
reading difficulty is not evenly
distributed across the population.
Results by race and ethnic groups
indicate large achievement gaps.6 For
instance, fourth-grade Black, Hispanic,
Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander,
and American Indian/Alaskan Native
groups have a smaller proportion of
students classified as proficient than
the national average. These
differences are very large between
some groups: Asian students are
almost three times as likely to be classified proficient as Black students. Similar differences
are found for students in the eighth-grade sample.
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Figure 1: 2019 NAEP 4th- and 8th-Grade Reading Results by Ethnicity, Gender, and Locale
Percent at or above Proficient
Student Group
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Proficiency differences are also evident by residential location, with higher proportions of
students scoring proficient in the suburbs than in cities, towns, and rural areas. Furthermore,
there is appreciable variation between urban regions (Figure 2). Consider that in Detroit, just
7 percent of the fourth-grade student population performed at or above proficient in reading,
compared to 38 percent in Miami-Dade.
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Figure 2: Percentage of Students Classified as Proficient on the 2019 NAEP Reading
Assessment by Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA District) and Grade Level
Percent at or above Proficient
Jurisdiction
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Eighth-Grade Reading Proficiency:

For students who struggle with
reading and comprehension, the
Students performing at the Proficient level should be
impacts can be severe and lasting.
able to provide relevant information and summarize
There is a growing body of evidence
main ideas and themes. They should be able to make
suggesting that less-skilled readers
and support inferences about a text, connect parts of a
tend to have lower levels of
text, and analyze text features. Students performing at
this level should also be able to fully substantiate
educational attainment and are less
judgments about content and presentation of content.
likely to participate in the workforce or
earn high wages than more literate
When reading literary texts such as fiction, poetry, and
peers.7 These differences are not
literary nonfiction, eighth-grade students performing
trivial. Take wage earnings for
at the Proficient level should be able to make and
example. Adults who score at the
support a connection between characters from two
lowest proficiency level in literacy earn
parts of a text. They should be able to recognize
less than half as much per week on
character actions and infer and support character
average as adults who score at the
feelings. Students performing at this level should be
able to provide and support judgments about
highest proficiency level on a national
character motivation across texts. They should be able
literacy test.8 The effects don't end
to identify how figurative language is used.
there. Reading ability is also associated
with self-reported health—adults who
When reading informational texts such as exposition
scored lower on a measure of reading
and argumentation, eighth-grade students performing
ability were more likely to report poor
at the Proficient level should be able to locate and
health than higher-skilled peers, even
provide facts and relevant information that support a
after the effects of age, gender, race,
main idea or purpose, interpret causal relations,
and socioeconomic status were taken
provide and support a judgment about the author's
argument or stance, and recognize rhetorical devices.
into account.9 Low literacy rates have
(Source: National Association of Education Progress,
also been associated with higher
see https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/reading/
dropout rates and even thoughts of
achieve.aspx#2009_grade8)
suicide (or suicide attempts).10 And,
there are negative associations
between literacy and
incarceration—juvenile offenders have relatively lower levels of literacy than nonincarcerated
individuals.11 While the relations between reading ability and these indicators are only
associative in nature, they serve as a reminder of the potential long-term and high-stakes
consequences of failing to read adequately.
The distribution of poor reading skills by race, ethnicity, and location evident in the NAEP
data closely follows the contours of deeper social and economic inequities in our society.12
Sean Reardon's recent work examining the geography of test-score gaps finds, for example,
that the strongest correlates of achievement gaps are differences in parental income,
parental education levels, and patterns of racial and ethnic segregation. In other words,
these are complex problems, ones with no quick, cheap, or easy solution. Further, the gaps
between and within groups cannot be solely resolved within the school or through a certain
curriculum. However, we believe that we can nevertheless make some progress. The
complexity of the reading crisis is no excuse for inaction.
In this paper, we propose a model of reading that affords some modest entry points for
curbing America's reading crisis. In short, we argue that it is possible to break the
maladaptive pattern of reading that contributes to a negative cycle. In addition, we put forth
a set of seven recommendations that policymakers and educators should consider to help
improve reading. To achieve these aims, we focus on one possible lever of change that is in
our wheelhouse—assessment. Not just any assessments. Our focus is on assessments that
are designed to both measure and support learning. But first, we look more closely at some
of the skills-based sources of the reading challenge we face.
Curbing America's Reading Crisis: A Call to Action for Our Children
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Reasons for Low Reading Comprehension and
Foundational Reading Skills
Reading comprehension comprises a constellation of integrated skills. As such, the process
can break down at many points.13 Thus, it is not surprising that many students struggle.
While less-skilled readers generally have difficulty in a wide range of reading subskills, there
are some areas of particular weakness. These weaknesses can be divided into two sets:
reading comprehension and foundational reading skills. In a traditional sense, reading
comprehension is the ability to extract a meaning from text (what the text is about), while
foundational reading skills are the building blocks required to "get the words off the page." In
terms of reading comprehension skills, less-skilled readers have more trouble drawing
inferences, particularly when the inference requires that students connect ideas across
different parts of text.14 When less-skilled readers do draw inferences, they are sometimes
incorrect.15 Less-skilled readers also tend to display lower levels of metacognition (strategic,
self-regulated learning), are less attuned to text structure, and are not as adept at using
global strategies such as summarization.16 They are also less likely to comprehend and
remember the central ideas of a text relative to the details (i.e., centrality effect).17 What's
more, the disadvantages that less-skilled students experience are not restricted to the global
aspects of text comprehension. Even at the most basic level of understanding, less-skilled
readers are more likely to have comprehension difficulties. For instance, less-skilled readers
tend to generate more inaccurate paraphrases than skilled readers.18
In addition to comprehension challenges, many less-skilled students lack adequate
foundational reading skills. For instance, they often have smaller vocabularies and less
morphological awareness (the ability to understand word parts and their meanings), are less
fluent, and have lower levels of phonemic awareness (understanding the smallest units of
sounds in a word's structure) and decoding skills (letter and sound correspondences).19
Weaknesses in foundational skills should not be understated as they can have a far-reaching
impact on reading comprehension. For instance, recent research found that fourth-grade
students who were less fluent on an oral reading task (a solid indicator of the degree to
which foundational reading skills are automatized) were also more likely to score at the
lowest levels on the NAEP reading comprehension test.20 More specifically, that research
showed, of students who read the text at a rate of less than 85 words per minute, 73 percent
scored below basic on the NAEP reading comprehension test. In short, weakness in
foundational reading skills is associated with inadequate comprehension, and as many as 30
percent of fourth graders (approximately 1.1 million students in the United States) possess
inadequate prosodic (rhythm, expression) oral reading and comprehension of grade-level
texts. The prevalence and consequences of weak foundational skills are significant for
fourth-grade readers.
The impact of foundational reading skills is not restricted to elementary students.
Researchers examining relations between students' decoding skills and their reading
comprehension in a sample of over 10,000 fifth- through tenth-grade students primarily from
an underserved population found evidence of a decoding threshold, which suggests that
students may need a minimum level of decoding skill to comprehend text.21 In that sample,
as many as 38 percent of students in grade 5 and 19 percent in grade 10 had inadequate
decoding skill that limited their ability to adequately comprehend text. It is important to note
that foundational reading skills are rarely assessed after grade 5. One important example of
this is the Common Core state standards, a set of academic standards that students are
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expected to meet in each grade, which do not address foundational reading skills after grade
5. Thus—and this is a critical point—low scores on a comprehension test after grade 5 are
likely to be misinterpreted as reflecting weakness in comprehension skills only.
The existence of a decoding threshold indicates that older students may have problems with
decoding that may limit how much text is understood. In another study, which was
longitudinal, the authors also examined the relations between decoding and comprehension
for over 30,000 students drawn from the same underserved population. Here they found
little to no growth in students' reading comprehension over time if students fell below the
decoding threshold. For example, fifth-grade students who were above the threshold saw an
increase of about 3 points (20 percent of a standard deviation) on reading comprehension
each year, and their rate of growth also increased each year (.38 points). However, those
who scored below the threshold showed little to no growth (less than 1 point) over time.
Certainly, there is a strong link between the level of students' foundational skills and reading
comprehension, particularly for less-skilled populations. This is in part because inefficient
foundational skills may use up critical resources required for higher-level comprehension.22
In short, the prevalence and consequences of the foundational reading problems are
significant; due to weak foundational skills, a large number of students cannot comprehend
text or grow over time. In other words, a reading comprehension problem is sometimes
caused by foundational reading-skill weaknesses.
In theory, providing students with reading interventions that focus on one or more of the
various subskills where low-level readers struggle should increase performance on the
particular subskill—and reading ability in general. Indeed, there is a large body of research
on the topic of reading strategies and interventions and how they can be effective for
promoting reading ability.23 However, other work indicates that robust and sustainable
improvements in reading are difficult to achieve even with intensive interventions.24 Reading
comprehension is impacted not only by the skills that compose it, but also by circumstances,
dispositions, attitudes, and behaviors that can either support or impede reading
development. Below, we discuss a select combination of these features that may actually
impede reading development.
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Reading Avoidance, Self-Efficacy, and Motivation: A
Maladaptive Cycle
Reading comprehension problems are not, of course, entirely based on skill deficits. External
influences can impact a student's academic performance, for example, the environment for
learning in the home, the level of parents' education and involvement, the quality of schools
and teaching, and inequalities among various neighborhoods and communities.25 Critical
policy changes implemented in schools and communities can potentially promote change.
However, without significant investments and decision-making power at the school,
community, and state level, these impacts are not readily accessible—and thus are beyond
the scope of this paper. Instead, our focus is on outlining an explanation that may account for
some of the skill-based reasons why many students fail to become skilled readers and to try
to offer tangible solutions to address those issues.
Figure 3 provides a schematic of one possible chain of factors that may prevent reading
development and was inspired by work by Cunningham and Stanovich (2001). While the
causal order of the influences can be debated, the purpose is to illustrate how poor reading
ability may feed on itself to perpetuate a potentially harmful cycle.
Figure 3: The Maladaptive Cycle of Reading

Less-Skilled
Reading

Less
Reading

Reading
Avoidance

Lower SelfEfficacy

Low
Motivation
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The figure contains five elements that start at the top with "less-skilled reading" and continue
clockwise though a set of four related factors: "lower self-efficacy," "low motivation," "reading
avoidance," and "less reading." Less-skilled readers often have a lower sense of self-efficacy
or belief that their actions have an impact on the world. These beliefs may be somewhat
stable—meaning their influence is long lasting and pervasive. Less-skilled readers also tend
to be less motivated to read. Low motivation coupled with low levels of self-efficacy may
cause students to read less.
However, skilled reading requires that students practice reading over time, meaning the very
avoidance of reading prevents less-skilled readers from having the opportunity to improve
their skills. The cyclic nature of this can perpetuate "the rich get richer and the poor get
poorer" effect—in this case, good readers become better readers over time, while poor
readers lose ground.26 One of the challenges for educators is to uncover ways to break the
maladaptive cycle so that students with low skills can become agents of their own learning,
working to develop and improve their skills.
One of the foundational assumptions of the model in Figure 3 concerns the association
between reading achievement and the volume of reading required to become a skilled
reader. Much of the empirical work supporting this premise suggests that skilled readers
tend to read significantly more than less-skilled readers.27 One possible reason is that
reading is a skill, and many of the components involved in becoming a skilled reader need to
be automatized over time.28 That is, the skill needs to be practiced until it requires little or
no thought to execute.29 When a skill becomes automatized, it frees up other resources for
more demanding processing such as reasoning and critical thinking. While reading ability
involves conscious processes such as metacognition and self-regulation, other processes
such as the automatic identification of words and general reading fluency are critical for
reading development.30 The assumption is indirectly supported by research that it is difficult
to change a person's reading skill in the near term, even when intensive reading
interventions are implemented.31 Thus, in order for less-skilled readers to become proficient
over time, they need to read more.
Although this solution for improving reading ability sounds simple and intuitive, it is more
complex and problematic for less-skilled readers. Less-skilled readers are likely to avoid tasks
such as reading and homework, and less-motivated students don't read as much.32 Given
these circumstances, how can they acquire the exposure to texts and practice they need to
improve their reading? What's more, less-skilled readers lack confidence in their reading
ability.33 In other words, multiple factors work together to prevent less-skilled readers from
getting the level of exposure to text that they need, with reading development suffering as a
result. To make improvements, this cycle of maladaptive reading behaviors and attitudes
needs to be broken. Students need to start reading, persist over time, and develop the
confidence and motivation to continue building their skills. If foundational skills such as
decoding are not adequate, growth in students' reading comprehension over time is not
likely to occur.34

How Can We Break the Maladaptive Cycle of Reading?
Some students may become disenchanted by formal educational settings because they don't
view them as relevant to their lives. Thus, one seemingly easy solution to address the
maladaptive cycle is to provide more "interesting" and "relevant" materials to read. While
this solution might make intuitive sense, it is complicated, as there is often no single text that
is interesting to all students, and in real life, people are often forced to read uninteresting
texts.35 Nonetheless, there have been formal and informal attempts to improve reading
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engagement through efforts to impact interest and cultural relevance.36 For instance,
teachers have been able to use popular music to engage students in reading and contentarea learning, including with biology and poetry.37 While empirical support for the efficacy of
such approaches is thin, scholarly discussions on the topic suggest promise.38 However,
even if future studies were to emerge to support the empirical bases of using popular culture
to teach reading, English, and content-area learning, there are a number of complexities to
navigate before it could be implemented and properly evaluated. With that said, while there
is a relationship between student interest and reading comprehension, interest is not always
a good predictor of comprehension.39 Although student interest has a role in reading
development, the solution is complex, and there may be other more direct ways to support
development.
For instance, background knowledge has been shown by a growing body of research to be
one of the strongest predictors of reading comprehension and may serve as a foundation to
help partially compensate for weaker reading skills.40 We refer to background knowledge as
the set of concepts, principles, facts, and their interrelations that a student knows before
reading a text. While general knowledge of the world is important for reading
comprehension, specific background knowledge of a particular domain (e.g., science) and
topic (i.e., cell division) are more important for a student to be able to understand and learn
from text.41 In terms of the current discussion, background knowledge is a potential lever to
initially help break the maladaptive cycle of reading by allowing students to experience some
success while reading texts that are more familiar.42 Some support for this notion comes
from a study by McCullough (2013), which examines the relations between student interest,
reading skill, and background knowledge. The research indicates that students performed
better when they had more knowledge about culturally relevant material. However, the issue
is complex because, for example, having high knowledge on a topic does not necessarily
mean texts on the same topic will be deemed interesting or as the easiest to read.
Of course, reading ability and background knowledge interact in meaningful ways. In
particular, there is evidence of a compensation effect: Students with mid- to high cultural
background knowledge, but lower reading ability, outperform students with higher reading
ability but lower cultural background knowledge. In other words, students with weaker
reading skills are able to draw upon their high background knowledge to help them
understand the culturally relevant text by presumably drawing more knowledge-based
inferences.43
Measuring students' background knowledge before they read a text may provide alternate
ways to interpret low comprehension scores (i.e., they may be constrained by low
knowledge).44 In a practical education context, background knowledge could be a useful
entry point to encourage students to read in the short term, and possibly continue reading
over time. However, a long-term solution is needed as students also need to read unfamiliar
material to effectively participate in society, and in such cases, students' foundational reading
skills are critical. Additional research would help determine whether it is a viable and
effective solution to give students an initial boost from familiar materials and, as skills and
persistence build, slowly switch them to less familiar materials so they can infer and gain new
knowledge.
Solutions for breaking the maladaptive reading cycle will require significant reform at many
levels—from investments in communities and families to the development of specific reading
skills. However, we believe one source of promise is available in the design and use of
assessment.
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The Role of Assessment for Addressing America's
Reading Crisis
Assessments are an integral part of education and the evaluation of student performance.
Like any tool, assessments can be misused, take time away from instruction, and—without
careful design—disadvantage individuals or groups.45 However, by designing assessments
that both support and measure learning, we believe assessment can be transformed from a
tool that measures the product of learning to a device that models the process of learning,
especially for 4th- to 12th-grade students. Assessment designs can be developed and
implemented that fine tune the types of source content and provide feedback that will
increase students' initial motivation to read and encourage them to develop appreciation of
reading, bolster persistence to read, and build reading skills over time. This is an especially
advantageous approach for less-skilled readers. Increased motivation and appreciation go a
long way toward ensuring continual development of reading ability.46
One example of the role well-designed assessments can play is the provision of critical
diagnostics regarding which of an individual's skills are well developed and which need
improvement. This makes assessment a valuable tool for improving individual's reading skills
if action follows from the diagnostics. The value of the assessment can be significantly
greater if it also develops and hones test takers' reading comprehension skills.
Below, we present a series of recommendations for policymakers, educators, and
assessment designers to consider as they make decisions about the future of assessment
and the future of our children. The first set is skills based.

Skills-Based Recommendations
1. Measure both foundational and integrated comprehension skills.
While there are a number of reasons why students cannot read proficiently,
foundational reading skills and comprehension skills are key challenges. By
measuring them, educators are in a better position to diagnose at least some of the
problems so they can adjust their instruction accordingly. In terms of measuring
foundational skills, attention should be placed on decoding and word recognition
skills, general vocabulary, morphology, reading efficiency, sentence processing, and
basic reading comprehension.47
Also, assessments should reflect a more modern view of reading comprehension.
Traditionally, a large number of reading assessments measure a student's ability to
comprehend a single printed text through a variety of items (e.g., inference, author
purpose, locate key information and details). In recent years, however, researchers
and educators have argued that the construct of reading has changed and focus
should be placed on measuring higher-level comprehension skills, including
integration, synthesis, evaluation of multiple texts, perspective taking, and complex
reasoning in print and digital contexts.48
In line with this movement, researchers and testing companies have used scenariobased assessment49 to measure more demanding comprehension activities that
occur in academic and nonacademic contexts. Scenario-based assessment is a
technique for delivering a set of assessment texts, tasks, and items in a structured
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way. Key to this approach is the belief that what it means to comprehend text is
dependent upon the purpose for reading. This purpose helps determine what
information a reader should attend to, and at what level of depth. For instance, if the
goal of reading is to find a date (when was the Eiffel Tower built?), then a person does
not have to read the full text and instead can merely scan the text to find the answer.
In contrast, if the purpose of reading is to solve a problem or make a decision (what
cell phone should I buy, based on price, features, and reliability?), a person may have
to read several texts (e.g., product website, reviews, consumer reports), evaluate the
sources (are they biased?), integrate consistent information, resolve discrepancies,
and use this information to achieve the ultimate goal. Varying the purpose of reading
not only better approximates how people read in the real world but also changes
how people process text at different levels of depth.
During a typical scenario-based assessment, students are given a plausible purpose
for reading a collection of diverse sources as they are asked to evaluate, integrate,
and synthesize information in accordance to their goals for reading. Tasks and
activities are structured to both build students' understanding and help determine
areas of students' strengths and weaknesses. Simulated peers and instructors are
included in the design to review task goals, provide hints, and help scaffold test
takers' understanding. There are also learning progressions incorporated into some
designs that help identify the level of development of the student. Thus, while
scenario-based assessments measure a more modern construct of reading, they also
support it by design. In other words, scenario-based assessments can potentially be
diagnostic while supporting instruction and learning.50 In short, we advocate
measuring both foundational reading skills and integrated, higher-level
comprehension.
2. Continue to measure and monitor foundational reading skills after grade 4.
Students are taught how to read printed text in the early grades, and progress
toward this goal is typically monitored.51 Around grade 4, however, reading
instruction shifts from learning how to read (i.e., foundational skills) to reading
comprehension. Thus, it is generally assumed that problems associated with
foundational skills are rare or nonexistent after this period, and, as a result, the
monitoring of these skills is not common for the bulk of students after fifth grade.52
Although there is evidence that foundational skills are a weaker predictor of reading
comprehension than language skills for later grades, this does not mean that all
students in middle and high school have adequate foundational skills. For example,
there is evidence that weak foundational skills may limit middle and high school
students' comprehension.53 The consequence of not measuring foundational skills
after grade 5 is that some students may go undiagnosed and not receive the proper
foundational skill intervention they need.
Educators should continue to assess foundational reading skills for students who
score low on a comprehension test, with regular monitoring after fifth grade to avoid
the possibility of misdiagnosing students. This action will aid educators in developing
the instructional plan that is most appropriate for a particular student's needs.54
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3. Allow for the development of summative assessments of reading that also support
learning.
Summative assessment can and should play a role in not only documenting what
students have learned, but also to help support learning.55 For instance, adding
items to summative assessments that measure supportive reading strategies will
encourage their use in the classroom and help less-skilled students develop good
habits of mind that might improve their strategic behaviors.56 Scenario-based
assessments, for example, can incorporate a wide range of features to support
students' knowledge building, learning, and strategic processing. Blending the
empirical research in the learning sciences with assessment design to model and
support reading-skill development may yield positive results for all students, but
especially for those who struggle.57 Preliminary evidence suggests this is a
worthwhile goal, as some students who take a scenario-based assessment do learn
some concepts and vocabulary they did not know before taking the comprehension
assessment.58 Although these findings are encouraging, more work is needed to
determine who learns and who doesn't during a scenario-based assessment and
why. On balance, however, we argue that summative assessments of reading should
also support and possibly measure learning, particularly in light of changes to the
construct of comprehension, which are potentially more demanding.

Social, Affective, and Knowledge-Based Recommendations
Breaking the maladaptive cycle of reading involves more than just addressing skills-based
weaknesses. In this section, we address four points that focus on social, affective, and
knowledge-based recommendations.
1. Allow for collaborative learning environments.
Reading is a social activity that involves transactions between the reader, the author,
one's peers, and the larger disciplinary community.59 For instance, at one level,
teachers often discuss text with their students, and students discuss the meaning of
texts with their peers. At a different level, scientists submit their research to a
process of peer review that evaluates the quality of the work with respect to the
standards of the discipline.60 In both cases, the text is a medium for social interaction
and a potential vehicle for constructive feedback and support.
The social nature of reading—the collaborative aspect—is beneficial for all readers,
especially for less-skilled students. Students can support and scaffold each other,
building upon their relative strengths and weaknesses. Or, in the case of scenariobased assessment, collaboration can be simulated through a set of predefined
"interactions" designed to build student knowledge, scaffold understanding, correct
misconceptions, and reinforce socially supportive behavior. Whichever approach is
utilized, collaborative learning environments are useful for building student
knowledge, modeling skilled reading, and providing socially constructive models of
behavior.
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2. Provide relevant texts and reading activities that measure academic and nonacademic
topics.
Reading interventions should include materials that are relevant for students to
retain the interest of those who are prone to tuning out academic tasks because they
don't seem relevant to their lives.61 This may not only benefit students' engagement
through an increase in interest, but also support comprehension through increased
background knowledge. If students experience success from reading relevant and
approachable text, they may read more often and subsequently build their reading
skills over time. Specifically, topics should be expanded to include nonacademic texts,
which often feel more relevant and familiar to students.
3. Measure and support students' knowledge.
Background knowledge is an integral part of expertise, development, and reading
comprehension.62 However, it is often not directly measured in the context of formal
reading comprehension assessments despite research that suggests possessing
knowledge related to the texts on such an assessment is associated with higher
comprehension scores.63 Background knowledge serves as an important vehicle to
orient students toward reading text. So, by measuring students' knowledge, we can
not only potentially determine its effect on comprehension, but also possibly assign
different texts based on their level of knowledge. More familiar texts will be easier to
understand, thereby increasing students' early success and confidence with reading.
Over time, as students become fluent and better readers, less familiar texts can be
supplied to build students' ability to learn and understand new material. In this way,
background knowledge can be used to help build students' reading skills over time by
encouraging students to read more.
4. Build student confidence through success.
Students need to be given the opportunity to taste success and crave it. Welldesigned assessments can play a role in supporting skill development that can lead
to greater successes. This can be achieved by integrating learning supports into the
assessment and by breaking down complex tasks into manageable units. By
identifying what students can do, instruction can be leveraged to build upon their
strengths.64 As a byproduct of this "deconstruction" approach, students may also
experience some sense of reward and gratification for completing a task. In this way,
the experience of success helps to break the maladaptive cycle of reading.
Nonacademic texts, as well as texts that are on more familiar topics, should be more
accessible to read, thus providing a chance for early success. Some of the peer
support, scaffolding, and modeling techniques used in scenario-based assessment
may help students achieve early success and confidence. This should translate to
more reading over time and, consequently, reading skills will improve. To better
understand the impact of scenario-based assessments on student motivation and
confidence, however, more research is needed.
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Conclusion
Literacy is critical to success as measured by a wide range of life outcomes. However,
students are falling short, and these problems are magnified for underserved groups. Our
children deserve better.
Although there are countless social, community, family, and other environmental factors that
can be leveraged to improve the reading skills of America's children, we argue that a part of
the problem might be addressed with key assessment reforms. We believe that welldesigned assessments that aid students and include learning opportunities to locate skill
weaknesses, build knowledge, and support reading development have a powerful role to
play. We encourage policymakers, educators, and other stakeholders to view these
recommendations as a portal toward making measurable impact in a critical area in the lives
of students across America.
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